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RESEARCH IN GRAMMAR AND USAGE AND ITS 
IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHING WRITING 


by 


Ingrid M, Strom 


Introduction 


Whether a knowledge of grammar functions or not in reading, 
speaking, and writing has long been a controversial issue. As early 
as 1580 or 1581, Sir Philip Sidney (59), in his An Apologie for Poetrie, 
wrote as follows about the place of grammar in the English language: 


Another will say it [the English language] wanteth 
Grammer, Nay truly, it hath that prayse, that it wanteth 
not grammer: for Grammer it might have, but it needes it not; 
beeing so easie of itselfe, and so voyd of those cumbersome 
differences of Cases, Genders, Moodes, and Tenses, which I 
thinke was a peece of the Tower of Babilons curse that a 
man should be put to schoole to learne his mother-tongue, 


And hosts of writers have been concerned with the topic ever since, 


Today one of the goals in teaching the English language arts 
is the effective communication of ideas, What one person writes, 
someone else reads, What one reads has previously been written by 
another, Reading is "writing in reverse," A speaking activity for 
one person is a listening activity for another, In writing and in 
speaking, one organizes one's ideas into sentence patterns, Writing, 
in common with speaking, demands skills in grammatical usage and 
sentence structure, In addition to these, writing requires ability 
in spelling, punctuation, and capitalization, 


The problem, therefore, has been to determine the relationship 
between one's knowledge of grammar--rules, nomenclature, syntax--and eS 
one's ability to communicate effectively, The amount of research i 
available on this broad problem is an overwhelming mass, Outlined 
here are significant studies carried on during the last 50 years, the 
cumulative results of which have influenced sharply the thinking of a 
the leaders today in the teaching of language arts, f 
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Interrelationships Among Grammar, Reading, 
and Other Related Factors 


The area roughly described as "grammar" has been the focus of 
many different kinds of research studies, One significant group has 
sought to determine the interrelationships among grammar, reading, 
and several other language factors, 


Many experienced teachers believe there is a significant rela- 
tionship between the amount of grammatical information possessed by 
children and their ability to comprehend the meaning of sentences, to 
perform well on tests of English usage, and to structure their 
thoughts into sentences, Lyman (46), over thirty years ago, re- 
ported the findings of a number of investigations purporting to show 
relationships between grammatical knowledge and skills in reading, 
grammatical usage, and writing, 


An investigation by Hoyt (38) in 1906 led him to conclude that 
the study of grammar in high school is not of material aid to correct- 
ness in writing and to the interpretation of literature, In Hoyt's 
study, tests.in grammar, composition, and interpretation were given 
to high school freshmen in three cities located in different sections 
of the country, Coefficients of correlation of .18 between grammar 
and composition, of .21 between grammar and interpretation, and of .28 
between interpretation and composition led the investigator to state 
that the relationships among the skills tested were not sufficiently 
great to enable him to say that proficiency in any one of them depends 
upon or is materially influenced by a similar attainment in either of 
the other abilities, 


Hoyt*s investigation was repeated by Rapeer (56) in 1913, The 
method of verification was to follow carefully the method used by Hoyt 
but to use a different group of children, The pupils tested by Hoyt 
were beginning high school pupils in Indianapolis and two other cities; 
those tested by Rapeer were beginning high school pupils in Minneapo- 
lis, Rapeer's findings, corroborating those of Hoyt, included corre- 
lations of ,.23 between grammar and composition, of ,10 between grammar 
and interpretation, and of ,24 between interpretation and composition, 


Lack of carry-over between knowledge of grammar and ability in 
punctuation was demonstrated by Evans (20) in an experiment conducted 
with 831 pupils in 19 city school systems of the Middle West, In the 
experimental group, punctuation was taught as an aid to reading compre- 
hension, In the control group, it was taught by means of grammatical 
rules and related drill exercises, Significantly superior gains in 
punctuation ability were made by pupils in the experimental group, 


In an extensive investigation in the area of mechanics and gra 
mar, Fee (21) found a significant amount of correlation between readirg 
skills, as measured by the Iowa Silent Reading Tests, and all grammar 


abilities, The data on which the study was based included scores made 
by 292 tenth grade students in the Topeka High School in Kansas, 
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Correlations between scores on measures testing the ability to recog- 
nize and to correct usage errors and the ability to state the rule or 
principle applicable to the corrections made ranged from .55 to .70. 
Between the ability to write a good composition or a letter free from 
grammatical errors and a knowledge of grammatical principles or rules, 
the correlations ranged from .13 to .27, In three measures of knowl- 
edge of grammatical rules and reading comprehension, the correlations 
were .44, .45, and .55; between the former and intelligence, the cor- 
relations were ,50, .52, and .56, Other correlations included in the 
study were .20 between intelligence and the ability to use accurate 
English in writing compositions, .05 between intelligence and the 
ability to write a letter free of usage errors, and .40 and .47 be- 
tween intelligence and two measures of ability to correct usage errors, 
No correlations were given between reading and intelligence. When 
either I,Q, or M,A, scores were held constant, the correlations be- 
tween the ability to correct errors in sentences and a knowledge of 
the functional grammatical principles involved in making the correc- 
tions were lowered approximately 10 points, Fee made no attempt to 
determine the extent of the influence of some common factor, such as 
intelligence, in the relationships among the variables studied, 


In a study involving 327 high school sophomores in 15 classes, 
Strom (68) undertook to investigate the relationship existing between 
the ability to read materials of an informative or literary nature and 
the ability to analyze the syntax and grammar of the sentences read, 
In general, there was little, if any, relationship found between the 
pupils’ comprehension of 10 selected passages of poetry and literary 
prose and their ability to classify crucial elements of grammar and 
syntax in the sentences in these passages, except in a group of four 
classes from experimental schools, Because the performance of the pu- 
pils on the tests of reading, vocabulary, and grammar and syntax was 
widely different in the public and private schools, the two groups of 
schools were considered separately when intercorrelations were found, 
All of these correlations were statistically significant at the one 
per cent level, 


Because it was necessary to determine whether the correlations 
between the abilities studied varied for groups with different socio- 
economic backgrounds, the pupils in the public schools were placed in 
four groups according to paternal occupations, Especially important 
was the finding that for all four occupational categories, all correl= 
tions were statistically significant at the one per cent level between 
reading and vocabulary, reading and grammar, and vocabulary and gram- 
mar, Analysis showed no statistically significant differences between 
the means in grammar and syntax among the four occupational levels in 
the public schools, There were, however, significant differences be- 
tween the means in intelligence, reading, and vocabulary, Therefore, 
the investigator concluded that socio-economic background, as evi- 
denced by paternal occupation, was a factor influencing performance on 
all the tests except the one of knowledge of grammar and syntax. 


The last step in the study was to discover whether there was 
any relationship between reading and grammar after the influence of 
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intelligence had been removed, For purposes of statistical study, the 
classes were regrouped into four categories; (1) public schools draw- 
ing pupils from lower socio-economic families; (2) public schools 
drawing pupils from upper socio-economic families; (3) experimental 
schools; (4) private schools, 


With the effect of intelligence removed, significant differ- 
ences were found in grammar and syntax for all types of schools except 
public schools drawing pupils from upper socio-economic families, 

When reading was adjusted for grammar and syntax, the only group sig- 
nificantly affected was the one composed of the four classes from ex- 
perimental schools, The differences in reading were statistically 
significant after the removal of the effect of knowledge of grammar 
and syntax. Inasmuch as the four experimental classes reported teach- 
ing grammar in direct relation to written and oral expression, it is 
possible that the relationship between reading ability and knowledge 
of grammar and syntax was caused by the nature of the instruction in 
grammar and syntax. Further experimentation at this point would be 
necessary to demonstrate this conclusion, 


Interrelationships Among Grammar, Composition, 
and Other Related Factors 


An often-stated reason for the teaching of grammar to adoles- 
cents in grades 7 through 13 is that grammar is an aid to correctness 
in speech and writing (61). What answer do the findings of research 
give to the questions; Does a knowledge of grammar help children and 
adolescents write compositions which are free of errors in usage and 
in sentence structure? Do instruction in grammar, drill on classifi- 
cation, memorization of grammatical rules, grammatical analysis of 
sentences, and parsing improve an adolescent's ability to use language 
more effectively? 


In a survey made in 1916, Diebel and Sears (19) found that more 
mistakes in pronouns were made in the eighth grade by pupils who had 
received instruction in formal grammar than were made in the third 
grade by children who had not, up to that point, received any instruc- 
tion in grammar, As a result, the investigators seriously questioned 
the efficacy of the methods used in teaching the use of pronouns, 


Working with state examinations in Minnesota in 1917, Borass 
(10) found higher correlations between scores in grammar and those in 
such subjects as arithmetic, history, and geography than between those 
in grammar and those in composition; in the latter the correlation was 
only .25. 


Asker (3), in a study of 295 freshmen at the University of Wash 
ington, came to similar conclusions regarding lack of relation between 
proficiency in grammar and ability in composition, The correlation 
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between grammatical knowledge and ability to judge correctness of sen- 
tences was ,23; between grammatical knowledge and ability in composi- 
tion it was .37. He concluded that knowledge of formal grammar has 
little influence on the ability to judge the grammatical correctness 
of sentences or to write good compositions, 


Segel and Barr (58) gave tests in formal and applied grammar to 
more than 1,000 sophomores and juniors in the senior high school at 
Long Beach, California, and from this number they selected the papers 
of 304 pupils for study, With the factor of intelligence held con- 
stant, the correlation was ,48 between a knowledge of grammar and the 
ability to choose correct grammatical forms in sentences, 


An investigation by Catherwood (12) revealed little relation- 
ship between sentence sense and knowledge of subject and predicate, 
Catherwood constructed a grammar test consisting of two parts, Part A 
was composed of sentences, each containing one faulty item of usage 
which the students were supposed to correct, Part B consisted of a 
blank page on which students were asked to state their reasons for mak 
ing the corrections, After the tests were administered to more than 
700 pupils in the seventh, ninth, and eleventh grades, Catherwood found 
that the adolescents in the study were able to correct an average of 
16.7 sentences, while they were able to remember or recognize an aver- 
age of only 4.8 grammatical rules, In the seventh grade, the largest 
percentage able to give a grammatical reason for a correction was 8, 


Benfer (8), working with matched groups of above-average sixth 
grade pupils, concluded that there is very little effective transfer 
between the ability to identify subjects and predicates and the 
ability to recognize sentences, The ability to recognize subjects and 
predicates in sentences seemed not to be highly related to the ability 
to identify sentences in a list of isolated groups of words, 


A survey of English instruction conducted by Dora V. Smith (61) 
in New York revealed that, in the small-town high schools emphasizing 
the study of classificatory grammar and drill work rather than moti- : 
vated practice in writing and speaking, pupils achieved a percentile 2 
rank of only 8 in ability to write, 


In an investigation of the English proficiency of 1,300 fresh- 
men at the University of Illinois, Jefferson and others (39) compared 
scores made by the students on a composition test given them in Septem 
ber and one repeated four months later, In spite of heavy drill on 
mechanics by teachers of English during the intervening four months, 
more improvement was made by the students in purposiveness, organiza- 
tion, analysis, and fluency than in the mechanics of writing, 


A study (76) carried on over a period of six years and involving 
5,125 freshmen at Purdue University revealed that students who had a 
knowledge of usable grammatical terms and principles of punctuation 
wrote better themes, at least 90 per cent of the time, than did stu- 
dents with a smaller amount of such knowledge, No causal relationship 
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was indicated, since no information was given concerning related 
factors like the socioeconomic backgrounds or the intelligence of the 
students, 


Experimental Studies Concerned with the Teaching of Grammatical 
Usage, Sentence Structure, and Other Problem 
Areas in Writing 


In addition to the studies which have surveyed and compared the 
writing ability of students with other factors, many experimental 
studies concerned with the teaching of grammatical usage, sentence 
structure, and other problem areas in writing have been carried out, 


In a study conducted with elementary pupils, Lombard (30) found 
that the group of boys and girls having individualized guidance in 
written composition made greater gains in writing skills than did the 
control group having instruction in formal grammar, 


Ash (2) undertook to determine the degree to which a knowledge 
of technical grammar contributes not only to the correctness of written 
expression but also to the stylistic factors characteristic of a well- 
written composition, Participating in the study were pupils in three 
junior high schools in West Virginia, The experimental groups, stress- 
ing the style and content of composition, made more progress in sen- 
tence structure than did the control groups, emphasizing classifica- 
tory grammar, In all schools, pupils wrote compositions at the 
beginning and at the end of the study, as well as once each week, Ash 
found that certain phases of grammar and punctuation improved in many 
respects without much direct attack, 


Klopp (42) reported conclusions from a study in which a stand- 
ardized grammar test was given to 13 tenth grade English classes in- 
volving 336 pupils taught by seven teachers, The 80 pupils in the 
experimental classes were taught by means of self-administering drills 
and tests upon the most common grammatical errors, The remaining 
pupils were taught grammar in the traditional way; that is, by drill- 
ing intensively on grammatical rules and nomenclature, Analysis of 
the results revealed that pupils taught by the intensive-formal- 
grammar-drill method made better scores on the test measuring knowl- 
edge of formal grammar and relatively poorer ones on the test of 
applied grammar, In the experimental groups, pupils’ scores were 
about the same on both the formal and the applied grammar tests, 
Adolescents who mastered grammatical rules failed to develop a rela- 
tively equal ability to apply the rules and principles in written work, 


Covering a period of four years and including 1,700 freshmen at 
North Carolina State College, Clark's experiment (13) revealed that 
students doing an increased amount of reading, with stress given to the 
comprehension of thought structured into sentences and paragraphs, 
made gains in grammar, usage, and other language techniques superior 


to those made by students having only formal instruction in grammar, 
In both the control and experimental groups, students wrote weekly 
themes of 300 to 400 words in length, 


Bagley (4), also, found that boys who received instruction only 
in literature over a period of 33 weeks wrote better and more accurate 
compositions than did those instructed only in classificatory grammar 
during the same period, 


With 47 pairs of students in the ninth grade and 60 pairs in 
the eleventh grade in the Minneapolis and Bemidji, Minnesota, schools, 
Frogner (26) carried out a carefully-controlled experimental study of 
the relative effectiveness of the thought. and grammatical approaches 
in teaching sentence structure, Adolescents who approached the prob- 
lem of sentence structure from the standpoint of clear, effective ex- 
pression of thought made higher scores on the tests of grammar and 
sentence structure than did those who used the grammatical approach, 
Furthermore, there was little difference between the two methods for 
superior students, except that certain pupils from the highest range 
of I.Q. scores profited more from the thought than from the grammar 
method, The thought method was definitely superior for all pupils 
with I.Q. scores below 105, 


Butterfield's experimental study (11), involving 831 sixth, 
seventh, and eighth grade children from 19 midwestern city school 
systems, was undertaken to discover how much effect the teaching of 
certain grammatical elements had on the ability to use certain selected 
punctuation skills which are said to be dependent on grammatical con- 
structions, In the experimental classes, the “thinking” approach to 
teaching punctuation directly in connection with writing was used, In 
the control classes, instruction in grammar and punctuation was inte- 
grated to emphasize the functional relationships which are thought to 
exist between them, The investigator reported that grammatical knowl- 
edge did not appear to transfer into the area of punctuation skill to 
any appreciable extent, in spite of the fact that the two were sup- 
posed to be functionally related, Furthermore, significantly superior 
results in punctuation were obtained by the direct method of teaching 
punctuation skills in immediate connection with written composition, 


Using experimental and control groups of what he called re- 
tarded college freshmen, Maize (50) found that the language=by- 
experience approach was more efficient than the grammar method in 
teaching students effective habits of language application, The 
control group, taught by the grammar-workbook-drill method and empha- 
sizing knowledge about grammar, showed statistically significant im- 
provement in vocabulary, mechanics, and grammar, But significant 
changes were made in controlled and free composition by the experimen- 
tal group taught by the writing-laboratory method dominated by the 
philosophy that students learn their language by using it continuously 
under the guidance of an instructor who provides the setting, direc- 
tive force, and motivation for the individual to improve, Maize re- 
ported that every measurement used in this study showed evidence of 
superiority on the part of the experimental group, The Purdue Place- 
ment Test in English, which contains a section in which pupils are 


Ars 
7 
| 
= 
4 


asked to decide what part of speech certain italicized words are, 
failed to show much relationship to any other evaluation factor and 
seemed to measure elements not identified in the study, 


To obtain an accurate estimate of the efficacy of three methods 
of teaching sentence structure, Kraus (43) set up six experimental 
classes in the eleventh grade of the Eugene High School in Eugene, 
Oregon, Two instructors were involved, each teaching a Method I, a 
Method II, and a Method III class, The results of this study indi- 
cated that sentence structure should be explained according to the 
relationship of the idea to be expressed rather than according to 
grammatical rule, that opportunity should be provided for students to 
work on the items most difficult for them after they have worked on 
errors common to all, that items of sentence structure for which stu- 
dents' writing indicates a need should be directly taught, and that 
basic errors should be taught first, other items being added in an 
ascending order of difficulty, 


Two research studies conducted on the elementary level by 
Symonds (72) and Cutright (16) also have implications for teaching in 
the secondary school, Two methods of attack on usage errors appear 
to produce better results than any others, One is to place both the 
right and the wrong forms before the pupil in order that he may him- 
self make a conscious choice of the correct form in the light of some 
guiding principle which has been developed inductively in the class- 
room, The other is to give him much oral practice in the use of the 
correct forms, One reason children and adolescents make grammatical 
errors is that they hear so many of them in their home environment, 
Doing workbook exercises is comparatively ineffective because the 
process disregards sound, The chief factor in improving grammatical 
usage in both speaking and writing is hearing the right form fre- 
quently at school and elsewhere, 


Diagraming as an Aid to Growth in Reading, 
Writing, and Speaking 


Since diagraming has traditionally been one of the methods most 
frequently used by the English teacher in teaching grammar, several 
investigators have studied the effectiveness of the method in further- 
ing the language growth of adolescents, 


Using two roughly equated classes of ninth grade pupils, one 
with an enrollment of 45 and the other of 40, Barghahn (5) investi- 
gated the effects of sentence diagraming on reading comprehension and 
on English usage in speaking and in writing, One group was given in- 
tensive drill in diagraming for six weeks; the other group continued 
its regular class work in English without any emphasis on diagraming 
or sentence analysis, Barghahn concluded that instruction in diagram 
ing contributes little or nothing to eomprehension in reading or to 
the more rapid acquisition of knowledge of correctness in usage, 
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Barghahn's findings were confirmed in a later study conducted by 
Barnett (6) in which an instructional period of 12 weeks of diagraming 
practice was given one group, while the other group read, 


Greene (32) has called attention to the weaknesses of the two 
studies mentioned, They are static rather than dynamic; that is, 
they measure the influence of diagraming skill on existing knowledge 
of usage and comprehension in reading, As a result, an experimental 
study by Stewart (63) was undertaken in which he stressed dynamic fac- 
tors, For 1,000 ninth grade pupils in 20 school systems in Iowa, 
Illinois, and Minnesota, Stewart evaluated sentence diagraming as a 
method of teaching certain phases of composition, punctuation, gram- 
matical information, and sentence structure, For eight weeks, the 
experimental classes devoted their time almost exclusively to learning 
by diagraming sentences, The control groups expended the same amount 
of time in learning identical language concepts, but they used a dif- 
ferent method, that of using workbook-type exercises requiring the 
underlining of correct responses, listing of answers in columns, 
writing of some original sentences, and re-writing of poor sentences, 


Since diagraming is concerned with the structure of the in- 
dividual sentence, a special criterion was needed for this study which 
would represent the ability of the pupils to construct sentences, An 
instrument was devised that would evaluate the quality of the sen- 
tences constructed by the adolescents in the study, In this experi- 
mental sentence-structure test, ideas were supplied in short, simple 
statements, and the pupils were asked to organize them into the most 
interesting and effective sentences possible, After the analysis of 
the findings, Stewart concluded that incidental learning of capitali- 
zation, punctuation, and grammatical usage is no more pronounced under 
an instructional program composed largely of diagraming exercises than 
it is under one employing composition exercises, Furthermore, sen- 
tence structure is taught as effectively by a composition method as it 
is by the diagraming of sentences, Barnett, Barghahn, and Stewart 
were in agreement on another conclusion--that is, that practice in 
diagraming produces greater skill in diagraming, 


Further light on the perennial problem of whether diagraming 
functions in English or not was shed by a recent study conducted by 
Tovatt (73) and involving 150 adults, Ninety-six per cent of the 
group was unable to diagram the sentence, "Practically all boys play 
baseball at a very early age," Only two of the six persons who could 
diagram the sentence stated that they actually applied diagraming 
skills to their own writing, Tovatt concluded that diagraming is a 
sterile skill, 
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Developmental Studies of Growth in Language Power as 
Related to Speaking and Writing 


Another important group of research projects is concerned with 
the developmental studies of growth in language power as related to 
speaking and writing. 


In organizing research programs in the area of language growth, 
researchers have largely followed their special interests and have not 
cooperated in large projects to provide adequate investigation of in- 
terrelationships among various factors in language power, Indeed, 
research in language growth during adolescence is in an immature stage, 
with data of uneven merit, Progress in the near future promises to 
be in the direction of integration of research on related phases of 
adolescent growth, 


McCarthy (47) concluded from her studies that it is difficult 
to overestimate individual differences in language patterns, Probably 
the best single index of language development from infancy to maturity 
is the average length of response of children and adolescents, This 
index consistently reflects sex, occupational, and intellectual group 
differences, 


In a study of the writing of 386 pupils in grades 3 to 6 ina 
Chicago public school, Hoppes (37) found that growth in composition 
might be summarized as growth in the number, length, and complexity of 
sentences, accompanied by decreased use of run-on sentences, unpleas- 
ant words or phrases, and sentences with "I" for the subject, 


Bear's (7) study of the written compositions of 7,724 children 
and adolescents in grades 1 through 8 in the St, Louis public schools 
indicates that the number of sentences used by pupils in telling a 
story is an elemental factor in language growth, In the first grade, 
the compositions averaged three sentences in length; in the sixth 
grade, 10 sentences, From grades 6 through 8, the length of the com 
positions remained about the same, On the average, girls wrote longer 
themes with more sentences, Although both complex and compound sen- 
tences were used at all levels, Bear reported that the pupils wrote 
more complex sentences than compound, With age, the percentage of 
simple sentences decreased, and the number of complex sentences in- 
creased, 


Bear concluded that the use of complex sentences is the best 
single criterion for maturity of expression, In this study there 
were few children or adolescents who used fragments or incomplete sen- 
tences; however, the percentage of "run-on" sentences or "comma 
splices" increased until the fifth grade, The percentage of "run-on's” 
dropped from 59 in the sixth grade to 51 in the eighth, In general, 
however, progress in overcoming incomplete and run-on sentences was 
erratic, Apparently, problems of sentence sense or sentence structure 
remain with the child or adolescent from year to year as he seeks to 
express, in speaking or in writing, ideas of greater complexity, With 
complexity of thought goes complexity of sentence structure, 
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LaBrant's research (44) was concerned with learning whether the 
ability of children and adolescents to subordinate ideas in written 
composition increases with age, In studying compositions written by 
986 public school children enrolled in grades 4 through 12 in a Mis- 
souri school system, LaBrant found that the high school pupils in her 
study used subordinate clauses in 36 per cent of their sentences, 
while adults used them in 46 per cent, She found that ability in 
subordinating ideas is a function of chronological age as well as 
mental age, When mental age is held constant, the ability to subordi- 
nate is to a marked extent influenced by chronological age, Increased 
maturity is important in attaining facility in the use of more in- 
volved sentence structure, Mature writers sense the relationship be- 
tween main and subordinate ideas and are able to structure their ideas 
into appropriate complex sentences, Although LaBrant found that the 
length of clauses remained fairly constant between the ages of 8 and 
16, she found that the writers expressed their ideas more precisely in 
subordinate clauses as they became older, Although girls were found 
to write longer themes than boys, sex differences in the abilities 
studied were relatively insignificant, 


From the analysis of 680 letters written by children and adoles- 
cents in grades 4 through 12 in a Midwest community, Swenson and Cald- 
well (71) were able to report increasing differentiation of writing 
ability with more years of schooling, They also found that there were 
wide variations in achievement in writing abilities within each grade 
level and that variation within grades was fairly consistent from 
grade to grade, 


The Heiders' data (36) for 800 children in Pennsylvania also 
showed that boys and girls use the complex sentence increasingly be- 
tween the ages of 8 and 14, In comparing the sentence structure in 
stories told by older deaf and hearing children, the Heiders found 
considerable indirect evidence that encouraging adolescents to listen 
to the sound of their own sentences and those of others is an aid in 
improving sentence structure and variety of word order, 


That progress in mastery of acceptable grammatical usage is not 
sequential has been shown by several investigators, Many studies, in- 
cluding those of Bear (7) and Wheeler (75), have reported on the inci- 
dence of various types of errors in the oral and written language of 
children and adults, Most of them indicate that errors of the same 
kind are made by individual pupils in every grade in school, 
O'Rourke's (54) nationwide survey revealed that at the end of the 
eighth grade the average pupil has mastered only 44.7 per cent of 
those usages which mark a person as being either educated or illiter- 
ate, Although some researchers have been pessimistic about the lack 
of success on the part of the school to eradicate errors which seem to 
be more a reflection of home and cultural backgrounds than of class- 
room practices, Davis (18) pointed out that the influence of the school 
is most marked in the less privileged groups, in which there is the 
greatest need for improvement, Mere enumeration of errors dves not 
give an accurate picture of progress, The number of times there is 
opportunity to make an error must also be taken into account, Studies 
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also reveal a high degree of mastery of English forms and patterns by 
boys and girls who hear only correct English at home, Such adoles- 
cents do not need classroom drill on some of the items of usage in- 
corporated in textbook exercises, Grammatical errors are individual 
matters, In eradicating them, Guiler and Warner (33) found that 
individualizing instruction is superior to having pupils move in 
lockstep through the grammar textbook, 


Macaulay (49) reported the findings of a study involving 1,000 
pupils representing successive levels in the primary, junior secondary, 
and senior secondary schools of Glasgow, Scotland, The pupils were 
asked to name the part of speech of one italicized word in each of 50 
sentences, Out of the 257 pupils in the primary schools, only 
one pupil achieved 50 per cent correctness, Results showed that the 
average pupil 12 years of age can be expected to recognize only common 
nouns and simple, finite verbs, He may possibly recognize the nomina- 
tive case of personal pronouns, This study showed that the teaching 
of adjectives, adverbs, and pronouns had borne no fruit in four years 
of teaching. On the junior secondary level, the test was administered 
to 397 boys 14 years of age, Although this group had been taught 
grammar for at least six years, only four pupils, at the end of that 
period, scored 50 per cent on a test of recognition of simple examples 
of nouns, verbs, pronouns, adjectives, and adverbs, 


Macaulay summed up the situation: "Surely some better use 
might have been made of all the valuable time," When the pupils in 
the senior secondary schools were tested, no class in the domestic and 
technical courses for the "early leavers" scored above 40 per cent on 
the whole test, The only classes scoring 50 per cent on all five 
parts of speech were the top boys‘ and the top girls' classes in each 
year, At the end of the three-year secondary school course, only 41.5 
per cent of the pupils were able to score 50 per cent on all five 
parts of speech, From the investigation, Macaulay concluded that the 
age or maturity level of the pupil is important for learning grammar, 
He recommended that formal grammar should not be taught to pupils 
under 14 years of age; at that age, his study showed, they begin to 
make appreciable improvement from year to year, 


In the National Survey of Secondary Education, Dora V, Smith 
(62) found a persistence of the claim that knowledge of grammar is an 
aid to the improvement of sentence structure, grammatical usage, and 
punctuation, For more than a century, pupils have been required to 
give a large proportion of their school time to the study of classifi- 
catory or formal granmar, Furthermore, the study of grammar enjoys 
almost unanimous support from parents and school officials alike, 


Studies of Levels of Usage and of the Structure of American English 


Highly significant in any survey of research in this area is 
the work of contemporary linguistic scientists, Linguistic scholars 
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today urge people to think of language as having several levels of 
usage, They do not consider that all grammatical errors are equally 
gross, For example, the misuse of was in the sentence, "There was a 
bed, a dresser, and two chairs in the room," is not considered by 
linguists to be as crucial an error as the misuse of I in the expres- 
sion, "Give that to John and I," These scholars suggest that teachers 
of English should first teach the most important items of grammatical 
usage and let niceties of expression come later, Discussions of stand 
ard and non-standard usages appear in the works of Fries (24), Pooley 
(55), Leonard (45), Marckwardt and Walcott (51), Kennedy (41), 
Kaulfers (40), Corbin and Perrin (14), and others, 


O'Rourke's (54) nationwide survey revealed that teachers in the 
secondary school often give undue emphasis to the niceties to the 
_ neglect of those forms which mark a person as illiterate, An impor- 
tant implication of O'Rourke's study is that, when a pupil enters high 
school using grammar which is considered non-standard, the teacher 
should give him individual help to overcome his errors, She should 
not consider it a lowering of standards to give him such aid, 


With the publication of Fries* The Structure of English (25), 
Roberts' Patterns of English (57), and Francis’ The Structure of 
American English (22), the quasi-logical grammar taught in high schools 
was assailed. Roberts’ book was the first serious attempt to work 
out at the high school level a method for teaching the English language 
according to the principles of modern linguistic science, The differ- 
ence between structural linguistics and traditional grammar rests 
primarily upon a fundamentally different view of the nature of grammar, 
The structural linguists describe the grammar taught in schools today 
as "scientifically untenable," They ask, "Can a wrong description of 
the language lead a student to improvement in the use of the language?” 
Teachers of English who search for the truth cannot afford to ignore 
the teachings of the linguists (57). Fries (25) drew an analogy be- 
tween the discoveries of linguistic scientists and Harvey's discovery 
in 1616 of the circulation of the blood, Hepointed out that 200 
years after Harvey's discovery, George Washington was bled to death by 
physicians attending him, Such is the power of strongly-entrenched 
traditions, That there is a time lag, too, between discoveries in 
linguistics and classroom practice is obvious, The persistence and 
extent of that lag are problems that saddle all who want to improve 
the teaching of English today, 


Summary 
What conclusions can one draw from the abundance of research 
available in the fields of grammar and usage? 


The research findings show clearly and overwhelmingly that 
direct methods of instruction, focusing on writing activities and the 
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structuring of ideas, are more efficient in teaching sentence struc- 
ture, usage, punctuation, and other related factors than are such 
methods as nomenclature drill, diagraming, and rote memorization of 
grammatical rules, 


Research reveals that a knowledge of classificatory grammar has 
little measurable effect on the ability to express ideas accurately or 
precisely in writing or speaking, Grammatical errors are individual 
matters and are best attacked through individual instruction, Chil- 
dren and adolescents improve their sentences by having many oppor- 
tunities, with the guidance of the teacher, for structuring their own 
thoughts into their own sentences, 


The studies in child and adolescent development show that the 
individual tends to be unified and that the school must be concerned 
with the organic wholeness of children and adolescents if desirable 
educational objectives are to be achieved, According to Gilchrist 
(29), the whole must be understood first if the functioning of any 
part is to be understood, In Maize's study (50), the instructor in 
the experimental group regarded the mechanics of writing as tools to 
be employed when needed; he considered the total range of capabilities 
and experiences of the students in the class the basis for his choice 
of materials, methods, and evaluative procedures, 


In the language-through-experience approach, the instructor 
uses his knowledge of the backgrounds and experiences of the children 
or adolescents in his class to provide the setting and the motivation 
for their improvement in various phases of language power, The best 
way to develop ideas to be structured into sentences is to furnish 
greater richness of experience and more opportunities for sharing 
ideas, Teachers must recognize that children and adolescents gain 
their ideas from books, radio, television, movies, and direct associa- 
tion with others in their homes, schools, and communities, An impor- 
tant finding about this environment is that positive correlation 
exists between the socioeconomic status of a child's home and his 
growth in language, (50, 62) 


The process of growth in language power is part of the total 
growth pattern of the child or adolescent. Growth in control over 
language proceeds at different rates for different children; it is 
dependent on hereditary and environmental factors, as well as on each 
pupil's peculiar pattern of growth, For example, the recognition of 
sentences as logically complete statements is a problems which persists 
from year to year as the complexity of the child's ideas to be ex- 
pressed in speech or writing increases, Language growth is a unified, 
interrelated process in the total growth of children and adolescents, 


Olson and Hughes (53), in working with children, have observed 
that the various attributes of growth tend to cluster and that there 
is continuity throughout the years, Moreover, reasons for differences 
in the growth of children in the same classroom are deep-seated, since 
growth as expressed in a child is the result of environment on the 
potential existing in the child, Olson and Hughes currently are 
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investigating an approach in which they view various aspects of growth 
as interchangeable samples of total growth which find one expression 
in one child and another in a second child, This study is important 
for teachers of the English language arts in that achievement in the 
language arts appears to be a facet or an expression of the total 
growth of an individual, 
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